n introducing Narayan
Mahadev Parmanand
and his letters to an Indi-
an Raja, Rahul Sagar vivid-
ly invokes the rich political
and intellectual landscape
of late-19th-century west-
ern India that enabled the
birthing of an Indian liberal
ideology that was not deriv-
ative and one that emerged
in response to specific condi-
tions of rule in Indian prince-
ly states and was able to
challenge the legitimacy of
British rule itself. The anal-
ysis is important on several
counts; for one, it offers a
new understanding of na-
tive states and their dynam-
ics and, secondly, it makes a
strong and convincing pitch
about Indian liberalism and
its theoretical foundations.
The Introduction, howev-
er, focuses almost entirely on
the life experiences of Par-
manand — the men he met
and interacted with, took in-
spiration from, and the net-
works of government ser-
vice and journalistic activity
that he participated in. The
facts we have evoke the im-
pression of a fascinating, cu-
rious, open-minded and se-
rious person who laboured
hard, who responded to the
practice of service and re-
form not so much as a theo-
retical precept than as a prac-
tical calling. At every step of
his life, from meeting inspir-
ing teachers in school to pas-
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sionate editors, who dabbled
in serious journalistic ac-
tivity, to peripatetic, ascet-
ic reformers, who travelled
through princely states and
held up their record of gov-
ernance and social apathy in
correspondence, Parmanand
took his lessons seriously
to engage with reform and
public service. His medium
was both the press as well as
service in government estab-
lishments that gave him ac-
cess to information, which
constituted the basis of his
ideas.

One of the compelling
strands that come out in the
Introduction is the dynamics
of princely rule and its inter-
actions with British officials
who were very often com-
plicit in actions of misrule,
We get fascinating glimpses
of life under eccentric rulers
whose transition to moder-
nity was ragged and whose
misdeeds became the sub-
Ject matter of journalistic ex-
posés. Parmanand was pre-
dictably disheartened at the
state of affairs in native states
and at British corruption
and, therefore, rightfully pes-
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simistic about the possibility
of liberal reform, especially
in the wake of the failures of
Lord Ripon in seeing through
the passage of the Ibert Bill.
However, he did not entire-
ly lose hope in the potential
for liberal reform in prince-
ly states, especially in Bar-
oda where Sayaji Rao Gaek-
wad Rao had initiated a pro-
gramme of improvement. His
direct contact with Sayaji Rao
was the context in which Par-
manand penned his famous
letters.

One of the concerns of
Parmanand was to highlight
biases in European reporting
of native states and their dis-
position. Given his proximi-
ty to actual administration in
both British-ruled India and

princely states, he was able
to critically tease out par-
ticularities of local contexts
and suggest an agenda for
improvement and responsi-
ble State-building on liberal
principles. Parmanand was
one among many such lib-
eral intellectuals who wrote
with great enthusiasm, com-
mented on contemporary is-
sues and saw possibilities
for reform through educa-
tion and application of a secu-
lar and scientific outlook. It is
to Sagar’s credit that he
brings out the multifaceted
dimensions of a personality
like Parmanand who battled
medical conditions and ma-
terial deprivation and built
his reputation as a politi-
cal recluse assiduously and
effectively.

How do the letters to a
raja read as exemplary illus-
trations of Indian liberal the-
ory as Sagar argues? It is dif-
ficult to position him within
thelineage of liberal thinkers
Wwe are more familiar with. It
would have helped had Sagar
identified clear convergenc-
es and dlv-ergenc&‘ with oth-
ers, especially those Jocated
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The letters themselves
are fascinating as they offer
a practitioner’s approach to
liberal theory and reform
wherein Paramanand ar-
gues for a life approach to ac-
tion rather than a bookish ap-
proach. For him, State forma-
tion and consolidation was
a key project and he found
in both the Maratha State of
Shivaji as well as that of the
Mughals a clear and pragmat-
ic illustration of liberal prin-
ciples in action. He valued
a scientific outlook, wheth-
er it was to do with State pro-
grammes or with under-
standing religion and politics.
We do not find an uncritical
appreciation of everything
ancient like, for example, the
village community, which

was neither unique to India

(he alludes to the Mir in Rus-

sia) nor ensured a direct tran-

sition to municipal admin-

istration. The most impres-

sive idea in his letters was the
understanding of ntercul-
tural dialogue and an abso-
lute jettisoning of communal
prejudice. His ideal was a re-
formist, paternalist State that
would have the confidence
and the vision to invite debate
and, thereafter, craft a theolo-
gy that would foster a liberal

society. This idea may not be

the one we would subscribe

to but certainly has merit
in that it is both historically
grounded and conceptually
articulated.
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